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Abstract 
Concept Mapping (CM) is a methodology designed for researching group pro-
cesses; one its main features is the participatory nature of the technique and its 
use in new contexts, using methods rooted in traditional applied research. A 
strong feature of CM is the inclusion of different groups of people interested in 
reaching meanings and consensus to generate commitment oriented to the de-
velopment of the communities involved. Another strength, is the overcoming of 
the shortcomings of ethnographic techniques, because it includes all groups of 
interest (stakeholders) to combine knowledge, actions and change. Its use (CM) 
requires to develop of multilevel relationships among the groups, and the valuing 
of different perspectives, as well as the balancing of the researcher´s approach and 
that of the participants, using robust models and analytics that yield objective data.
Key words: Concept Mapping, Methodology researching. 
Resumen
El Mapa Conceptual (MC) es una metodología de investigación de procesos de 
grupo, una de cuyas características más importantes es su naturaleza participativa 
y la utilización en contextos nuevos de métodos de investigación innovadores 
derivados de las metodologías tradicionales de investigación aplicada. Una forta-
leza destacada del MC, es el involucramiento de grupos de personas con intereses 
específicos en alcanzar significados y consensos, para alcanzar acuerdos y com-
promisos que generan posibilidades de desarrollo para todos los grupos de una 
comunidad dada. Otra fortaleza es que ofrece una vía para superar las dificultades 
que presentan los métodos etnográficos, pues incluye en el proceso investigativo  a 
todos los grupos de interés (Stakeholders) para combinar conocimientos, acciones 
y cambio. Su aplicación  exige desarrollar relaciones multinivel en la comunidad 
de interés, valoración de las diferentes perspectivas dentro de los grupos que la 
componen y balancear el enfoque del investigador y de los participantes mediante 
el uso de métodos y modelos analíticos robustos que producen datos objetivos
Palabras clave: Mapa conceptual, Metodología de la investigación.
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Several years ago structured group conceptua-
lization, more commonly known as concept map-
ping, was included as a chapter in the Handbook of 
Applied Social Research Methods (Bickman & Rog, 
2009), thus acknowledging concept mapping as a 
legitimate social science research method. In their 
chapter of the handbook, Kane and Trochim (2009) 
make a case for the methodological value of concept 
mapping as a practical means for applied social 
research activities, including theory development, 
planning programs and social interventions, mea-
surement development and scaling, and evaluation 
of social programs. In previous work, Kane and 
Trochim (2007) also position concept mapping as 
an organizing methodology in participatory action 
research by virtue of the emphasis on collabora-
tive group processes. Consider how the authors 
define the methodology: “Concept mapping is a 
methodology that creates a stakeholder-authored 
visual geography of ideas from many communities 
of interests, combined with specific analysis and 
data interpretation methods, to produce maps that 
can then be used to guide planning and evaluation 
efforts on the issues that matter to the group” (p. 7).
Inherent in this definition is an emphasis on 
concept mapping as a participatory approach for 
stimulating learning and action among a group of 
individuals. Indeed, recent concept mapping studies 
have been conducted with an expressed emphasis on 
the methodology as a participatory and collaborative 
mechanism (Haque & Rosas, 2010; Kelly, Baker, 
Brownson, & Schootman, 2007; Risisky, Hogan, 
Kane, Burt, Dove, & Payton, 2008; Ridings et al., 
2008). However, in studies where concept mapping 
was specifically used in this manner, the rationale, 
purpose, processes, and outcomes of engaging parti-
cipants have varied. Overall, the extent to which the 
results of the concept mapping-supported collabo-
rative research are put into action are not typically 
well-articulated. Such collaborative studies describe 
the concept mapping processes, procedures, and 
results in great detail, but absent is the explanation 
of how the concept mapping method is employed in 
the context of participatory research across multiple 
stages. Several authors have remarked on the adapta-
bility of the concept mapping method, as well as the 
broad utility of the results (Burke, O’Campo, Peak, 
Gielen, McDonnell, & Trochim, 2005; Jackson & 
Trochim, 2002; Kane & Trochim, 2007; Trochim 
1989b). While these scholars clearly delineate con-
cept mapping as appropriate for both conventional 
social research and participatory research, there is 
a need to distinguish how the fundamentals of the 
method are aligned with and meet the assumptions 
found in participatory research. 
To that end, the purpose of this review is threefold. 
First, I provide a brief overview of the key charac-
teristics of participatory research, highlighting the 
principles and practices of the approach and where 
they diverge from those of the conventional research 
paradigm. Second, I describe the methodological 
components of the structured conceptualization 
approach known as concept mapping, emphasizing 
the participatory nature and flexibility of the method. 
Finally, I illustrate where concept mapping has 
been used as a participatory tool and has enhanced 
the quality of participatory research, drawing from 
examples found in the published literature. 
Participatory Research:  
Key Characteristics
Participatory research evolved as an alternative 
system of knowledge production, challenging the 
premise and assumptions of conventional social 
science research methodology. Traditional social 
science methods such as experiments, case study 
comparisons, observation, and survey methods 
are used as a means for conducting research pur-
ported to be neutral, objective, and value-free. In 
conventional social science research, objectivity 
is afforded primacy and rigor is maintained by the 
researcher’s control over the focus and methods of 
inquiry. Traditional research is regulated in such 9 Cuadernos Hispanoamericanos de Psicología
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a manner so that no unaccounted for or spurious 
influences invalidate the conclusions.
However, many have questioned the notion of 
conventional social science research being value-
free, universal, and objective (Brydon-Miller, Gre-
enwood, & Maguire, 2003; Stoecker & Bonacich, 
1992). In response, participatory research recogni-
zes ordinary people as researchers themselves, in 
pursuit of answers to the questions of their daily 
struggle and survival. Park (2001) explains that 
participatory research differs from basic and applied 
social sciences research in three distinct ways, 
specifically: people’s involvement in the research 
process, integration of action in the research, and 
practice-based knowledge generated as a function 
of the research activity. A fundamental assumption 
of participatory research is that ordinary or less ad-
vantaged individuals are knowledgeable about their 
social realities, and they are capable of articulating 
and using this knowledge to affect change. Indeed, 
participatory research is inherently focused on the 
importance of learning and organizing as mechanisms 
for facilitating empowerment. In general, people 
engaged in participatory research do two things 
simultaneously. As a product of their collaborative 
role in the research, they enhance their understanding 
and knowledge of a particular situation, and they 
take action to alter it to their benefit. Participatory 
research results in democratization of knowledge 
creation through the engagement of individuals 
from less powerful constituencies, thereby giving 
voice and legitimacy to their worldview and guiding 
social change efforts (Brydon-Miller et al., 2003; 
Stoecker & Bonacich, 1992). 
Plaut, Landis, and Trevor (1992) outline several 
elements that, at a minimum, constitute sound parti-
cipatory research. First, as the name clearly indicates, 
participatory research impinges upon participation 
in the research by those being studied. Whereas the 
engagement and involvement of people in proces-
ses of knowing and acting is a fundamental part of 
participatory research, the extent and nature of this 
participation can vary greatly. Occasionally the origin 
and push for a specific research inquiry is internal, 
where the initiative to undertake a participatory 
research process emanates from those within the 
situation. In such a case, participation of individuals 
may be quite widespread and manifest across multiple 
points of the research process, including planning, 
collecting data, analyzing data, and taking action. 
In situations where the impetus and initiative for 
the research is external, the participation of people 
may be initially limited, but may increase in scope 
and depth as the process proceeds. For example, 
community members as research partners may not 
be as much involved in methods of data collection 
and analysis as perhaps in planning the course of 
the research or acting on the results. In instances 
where there is an externally developed drive for the 
research, there may be a gradual process whereby 
individual participants begin to exert more control 
over the research process.
While there may be considerable variety in the 
ways that individuals are engaged in participatory 
research, Stoecker (1999) contends of utmost im-
portance is that communities consciously choose 
which decision points of the research process they 
control and which they yield to the researcher. 
Determining the research questions, designing 
the research, implementing the design, analyzing 
the data, reporting on the results, and utilizing the 
results are key decisions of any research. Within 
a participatory research paradigm, these decisions 
are negotiated by collaborative partners. In its 
purest form, participatory research emphasizes 
those experiencing a specific situation must have 
control over the process of knowing and acting. In 
principle, it is believed to be easier to obtain and 
maintain control of the process when the initiative 
for the research comes from the people themselves. 
In practice, however, participatory research rarely 
follows the smooth pathway implied by theoretical 
writings (Cornwall & Jewkes, 1995). All research 
occurs within complex social and political environ-10 Cuadernos Hispanoamericanos de Psicología
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ments, regardless of whether they are conventional 
or participatory in nature. It is not always given that 
communities want to own the research process or 
that everyone desires or is able to participate. Thus, 
participation is not always predictable or continuous, 
and commitment and enthusiasm for the inquiry 
may wane over time (Seely, Kengeya-Kayondo & 
Mulder, 1992). Researchers wishing to facilitate 
participatory research need also to acknowledge 
that not all methods and designs facilitate a truly 
participatory relationship. Some methods, on closer 
inspection, may be more one-sided than originally 
assumed (Tetley & Hanson, 2000). Ultimately, 
disciplinary conventions, funding priorities, and 
personal and professional interests of the resear-
cher may impact the alignment of the principles 
of participation and their unique relationship with 
social transformation and action.
Second, Plaut et al (1992) suggest that the pro-
cess of participatory research constitutes a learning 
and educational experience for those involved. 
A key characteristic of participatory research is 
the inclusion and use of popular knowledge, per-
sonal experiences, and other non-scientific ways 
of knowing. Although knowledge-generation is 
a primary purpose in conventional social science 
research, there remains a wide gap between what 
is known and what is used (Park, 1997; Streck, 
2007). Consequently, in traditional research the 
lack of utilization of generated knowledge leads to 
research that is limited in its ability to inform efforts 
to improve social, economic, and political systems. 
In contrast, participatory research is concer-
ned with useful and practical knowledge, that is 
knowledge which enables people to solve their 
problems and improve their lives. Action-oriented 
participatory research activities, where ordinary 
people articulate the needs arising in everyday 
contexts, produce both descriptive and explanatory 
knowledge (Park, 2001; Park, 1992). The accumu-
lation of knowledge simply for the sake of knowing 
is deemphasized in participatory research. Rather, 
knowledge-generation and the process of learning 
are linked to concrete action. 
According to Park (1997), three main objecti-
ves, each requiring different types of knowledge, 
are inherent in any participatory research activity. 
The first objective in participatory research relates 
to the process of gathering and analyzing neces-
sary information. Representational knowledge is 
generated as collaborators inquire into the nature 
of the problem by understanding its causes and 
meaning. Thus, representational knowledge acquires 
functional and interpretive purposes. As a function 
of their engagement, individuals in a shared expe-
rience become aware and more knowledgeable. 
They become more informed about methods of 
appreciative inquiry and analysis, their situation, 
and possible ways to change that situation. Park 
(1997) states the second objective of participatory 
research focuses of the strengthening community 
ties among and between participants. Relational 
knowledge materializes when community units 
organize themselves as a collective. A sense of 
ownership of group information is fostered as the 
investigation and presentation of the social reality 
experienced by the collective is conducted. Unders-
tanding the connections between human beings in 
the context of the shared lived experiences contri-
butes to learning about interactions and connections 
between research participants. The third and final 
objective of participatory research is concerned 
with sharpening the ability of those engaged in the 
research process to think and act critically (Park, 
1997). Reflective knowledge is generated as a result 
of research participates raising their awareness as to 
what should be done and mobilizing themselves for 
action. Participants are involved in critical analysis 
by using the derived information to reflect on the 
root causes of problems and issues recognized in the 
community. It is within this analytical process that 
research participants find solutions and means for 
addressing problems and issues, with an emphasis 
on what is right and just (Park, 1993). 11 Cuadernos Hispanoamericanos de Psicología
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Third, Plaut et al (1992) argue that participatory 
research makes explicit a focus on empowerment 
and power relations. Empowerment, in the context of 
participatory research, manifests as individuals learn to 
value their own knowledge, create and use new infor-
mation, reflect on their situation of powerlessness and 
the unknown, and develop the capacity to participate 
rationally and critically in public life (Dworski-Riggs 
& Langhout, 2010). People committed to participatory 
research are involved in decision-making and creating 
solutions in areas previously seen as the sole territory 
of experts. In general, empowerment within partici-
patory research may occur at three different levels. At 
a personal level, participants have the opportunity to 
develop a sense of self and gain individual confiden-
ce and capacity by virtue of undoing the effects of 
internalized oppression. At a relational level, through 
the interactions with others experiencing a common 
situation, participants are able to develop the ability 
to participate, negotiate, and influence the nature of 
relationships and decisions made within. Finally, at a 
collective level, participants in the research process 
have the opportunity to work with others outside 
their situation to achieve a more extensive impact 
(Zimmerman, 2000). Through collective action ba-
sed on cooperation, people are able to find untapped 
potential to control and use knowledge to leverage an 
alternative course.
Cornwall and Jewkes (1995) further suggest that 
the differentiation between participatory and conven-
tional research methodologies lies in the location of 
power in the research process. Researchers are often 
challenged in designing and managing systematic 
approaches of involving individuals around important 
issues in ways that are equitable, appropriate, and 
considerate. Unfortunately, the dominant research 
paradigm tends to ignore the philosophical and ethical 
dilemmas of denying providers of information any 
control and ownership over its application (Tandon, 
2005). Participatory research on the other hand, is 
concerned with more fundamental questions around 
the process of knowledge creation such as: who has 
the right to create knowledge? Who controls that 
knowledge? How is that knowledge used? Who 
will benefit from the research? 
Establishing the legitimacy of individual and 
group perspectives, while maintaining the respect-
ful acceptance of differing points of view, requires 
flexible participatory approaches that allow people to 
reach consensus on ways to take action. Differences 
between conventional and participatory research 
approaches resides less in the theories which inform 
the methodological frameworks or even the methods 
themselves. Rather, such differences have more to 
do with who defines the research problem and who 
generates, analyzes, represents, owns, and acts on 
the information (Cornwall & Jewkes, 1995). In the 
purest sense of participatory research, communi-
ty members as investigators should develop and 
conduct their own research. However, reality often 
dictates the need for communities to collaborate 
with others that possess the required resources, 
skills, and motivation to work in a participatory 
manner (Stoecker, 1999). 
Finally, according to Plaut et al (1992) participa-
tory research is seen as a means for consciousness 
raising and education for individuals and collectives 
as they develop the awareness of personal problems 
as public issues that can be addressed. In traditional 
social science research, the abilities of people to 
examine their own realities are not typically sti-
mulated or developed. Influenced by the research 
paradigm of natural sciences, conventional social 
science research also assumes a single truth in exa-
mining social phenomena. Moreover, conventional 
research tends to oversimplify social reality. The 
overemphasis on thinking and conceptualizing in 
the conventional research paradigm intends to re-
duce subjectivity; however, as a result, experiential 
processes are largely ignored. Participatory research 
acknowledges the limitations of presenting a realistic 
depiction of any social phenomenon by prioritizing 
one truth, and instead embraces multiple realities 
and explanations.12 Cuadernos Hispanoamericanos de Psicología
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Participatory research is one of several critical 
approaches to research where collaborative pro-
cesses are used to prioritize the voices and actions 
of those marginalized from power and resources. 
Through a combination of educational, advocacy, 
and organizing activities, material social change 
and transformation are purposefully pursued with 
attention towards addressing injustice (Reason & 
Bradbury, 2008). The participatory research pro-
cess places emphasis on the active participation of 
marginalized and discounted individuals in taking 
responsibility for their learning, and it serves as a 
powerful impetus for people to exercise control 
over their own lives.
Whereas participatory research can be instrumen-
tal in facilitating individual change, it also elevates 
the importance of collectives in understanding and 
transforming social reality. The process of joint 
discovery and decision-making promotes collec-
tive ownership and enables individuals to accept 
change more readily. The use of mobilization and 
community organization strategies are common 
in participatory research, particularly amongst the 
most oppressed sections of society. Individuals and 
groups marginalized from power and control over 
resources learn to appropriate, incorporate, and 
reinterpret the knowledge produced by the domi-
nant system for their use. As individuals acquire an 
appreciation of what they already know, they are 
more open to seek new information. This desire to 
pursue new knowledge is believed to be enhanced 
if carried out in the context of concrete problems 
faced by people. Participatory research embraces 
the notion that people are motivated to create and 
use new knowledge when they see the relevance 
to solving concrete problems of their daily lives.
It is frequently the case that those external or 
outside of the community of interest initiate partici-
patory research processes. Nonetheless, researchers 
that fully embrace a participatory research paradigm 
adopt the position of facilitators, catalysts, or change 
agents rather than positions of dominance. Resear-
chers become learners and facilitators, serving as an 
adjuvant in a process that creates its own momentum 
as people come together to analyze, discuss, and 
act. The process of collective examination within 
any given social setting provides many perspectives 
and alternatives. Through the collaborative process 
of data analysis, options are debated on the basis of 
concrete information. As a result, people are able 
to accept and reject options on an informed basis. 
This dynamic is thought to increase the confidence 
on the part of the collective that information has 
been understood, interpreted, and assimilated by 
the group. In the end, participatory research pur-
ports to have an effect on reducing the sense of 
helplessness by guiding individuals to reflect on 
their situation, regain their capacities to analyze 
and critically examine their reality, and reject the 
continued domination and superiority of oppressors 
(Brydon-Miller & Maguire, 2009; Streck, 2007).
Structured Group Conceptualization: 
Concept Mapping Overview
Concept mapping is a type of structured concep-
tualization method designed to elicit, organize, and 
represent ideas from an identified group. The original 
model of structured group conceptualization was 
based on three major components: process steps, 
individual and group perspectives, and multiple 
representational forms (Trochim & Linton, 1986). 
Since then, several definitional, operational, and 
procedural advances have contributed to a flexible 
and empirically robust methodological approach. 
Defined as a participatory mixed-methods ap-
proach, concept mapping purposefully integrates 
qualitative individual and group processes with 
multivariate statistical analyses to help a group of 
individuals describe ideas on any topic of interest 
and represent those ideas visually through a series 
of two-dimensional maps (Kane & Trochim, 2007; 
Trochim, 1989a). A more detailed description of the 
entire concept mapping process, as well as com-13 Cuadernos Hispanoamericanos de Psicología
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prehensive methodological guidance, can be found 
in Concept Mapping for Planning and Evaluation 
(Kane and Trochim, 2007).
The multi-phase concept mapping process usually 
requires participants to first generate a large set of 
statements relevant to the topic of interest. Concept 
mapping typically employs group brainstorming 
consistent with the techniques and parameters out-
lined by Osborne (1957) in response to a specific 
focus prompt. This is an open process, whereby 
exposure to ideas leads to cognitive stimulation 
of participants through association, and yields a 
comprehensive set of input that constitutes inclusive 
and relevant content on the topic. The process of 
generating ideas in concept mapping elicits a set 
of statements that, ideally, represents the entire 
conceptual domain for the topic of interest (Kane 
& Trochim, 2007). 
In order to ensure a broad range of ideas on the 
topic, it is important to identify and include those 
participants whose knowledge and expression of 
opinion or position meaningfully contributes to the 
resulting framework. Consideration of the match 
between those that have insight and perspective 
to respond to the study focus is critical to meeting 
the goals of any research. In that sense, participant 
inclusion and design of the focus prompt are distinc-
tively intertwined processes in concept mapping. 
Researchers using concept mapping seek to include 
persons who are likely to reflect the full range of 
relevant ideas to reach saturation of the topic under 
investigation. The adequacy of the set of ideas is 
bounded by the participant groups, and therefore it 
is dependent upon whether there is a match between 
the focus and the participants included in the process. 
As a second step, each concept mapping parti-
cipant arranges the set of ideas into groups based 
on perceived similarity, and then rates each idea 
based on one or more scales. For the sorting task 
(Rosenberg & Kim, 1975; Weller & Romney, 1988), 
each participant is instructed to group the statements 
into piles “in a way that makes sense” to them, as a 
means for capturing their individual perspectives on 
the relationships among and between the ideas. This 
hands-on activity is an unstructured sort, meaning 
there is no pre-determined number of groups or 
piles that participants are expected to meet. For the 
rating task, participants assign values to each idea 
by completing one or more rating scales designed 
specifically to address the purpose of the inquiry.
Next, quantitative multivariate analyses are 
conducted that include two-dimensional multidi-
mensional scaling (MDS) of the unstructured sort 
data (Davison, 1983; Kruskal & Wish, 1978), a 
hierarchical cluster analysis of the MDS coordinates 
for each idea located on the map (Everitt, 1980), 
and the computation of average ratings for each idea 
and cluster of ideas. The maps that result show the 
individual ideas in two-dimensional (x,y) space with 
more similar ideas located closer to each other, and 
they show how the ideas are grouped into clusters 
that partition the space on the map. MDS is based 
on the measurement model that assumes that the 
relative similarity of objects can be represented 
in terms of the relative distance between pairs of 
points (Kruskal, 1964). The MDS configurations 
of the points representing each of the ideas are 
graphed in two dimensions. This “point map” 
displays the location of all the brainstormed ideas 
with those closer to each other generally expected 
to be more similar in meaning. A “cluster map” is 
also generated that displays the original statement 
points enclosed by polygon-shaped boundaries for 
the clusters. The cluster analysis groups or sepa-
rates individual ideas on the map into clusters of 
items that presumably reflected similar concepts. In 
effect, this technique bounds the ideas on the map 
as they were placed by MDS, so that ideas placed 
in the same cluster are in contiguous areas of the 
map. There are no specific, definitive criteria by 
which the final number of clusters can be selected, 
and the process calls for a review of the clusters 
by participants and stakeholders to reach a final 
consensus (Kane & Trochim, 2007). 14 Cuadernos Hispanoamericanos de Psicología
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Finally, the group interprets the maps that result 
from the analyses through a collaborative interpre-
tation process, which is designed to review, deduce, 
and label all the maps in a substantively meanin-
gful way. Following the labeling of the clusters, a 
guided tour of the maps is facilitated, describing 
how the analysis constructed the maps, as well as 
the meaning of the proximal location of the points. 
The quantitative maps reveal how a group discerns 
the interrelationships between and among items 
and assigns values to the ideas and concepts, thus 
constructing a basis for dialogue, meaning-making, 
and action. Multiple configurations are examined 
and interpreted with an emphasis on determining 
the optimal representation of the data as stated, 
organized, and prioritized by participants. Ratings 
output, overlaid on the structure of the concept 
maps, help frame discussions and build consensus 
on action. During the guided process, participants 
are encouraged to discuss their interpretations and 
suggest how the map might be used in the future. 
The development of strategies and tactics for action 
follow directly from the interpretation of the results.
From a mixed-methods perspective, Hansen, 
Creswell, Clark, Petska, and Creswell (2005) cha-
racterize concept mapping as part of sequential 
exploratory designs. In these types of designs, 
qualitative data is collected and analyzed first, fo-
llowed by quantitative data that is used primarily 
to augment the qualitative data. Likewise, priority 
is usually unequal and is frequently bestowed on 
the quantitative data (Hansen et al., 2005). Data 
analysis is also typically connected, and integration 
usually occurs at the data interpretation stage and in 
the discussion. Although concept mapping could be 
seen to align with the characteristics of sequential 
exploratory designs, the approach instead blends 
qualitative and quantitative data in a complementary 
and additive manner. Rather than data remaining 
distinct but connected as with some mixed-method 
applications, concept mapping integrates information 
at multiple points of the process. Qualitative and 
quantitative methods are combined in ways that 
challenge the distinction between the two, and may 
suggest they may be more deeply intertwined (Kane 
& Trochim, 2007). Recently, Rosas and Kane (2012) 
found that concept mapping produces strong inter-
nal representational validity, as well as very strong 
sorting and rating reliability estimates. Validity and 
reliability were consistently high across a broad 
array of studies, despite variation in participation 
and task completion by different data collection 
modes (Rosas & Kane, 2012). This work addresses 
questions about the validity, reliability, and quality 
of concept mapping data collection methods and 
results, as well as accounting for the practical and 
participatory concerns of the process.
According to Kane and Trochim (2009), concept 
mapping embraces several principles in supporting 
and exploring conceptual structures of group thin-
king. They affirm that the method actively values 
individual knowledge, provides rules for building 
meaning among concepts, constructs knowledge 
in the form a of a conceptual model, supports the 
inclusion of disparate units of knowledge, facilitates 
the identification of common themes, and encourages 
the application to the participant’s context (Kane 
& Trochim, 2009). Indeed, group structured con-
ceptualization has been used in a variety of human 
service settings to address substantive issues affec-
ting a variety of people, including mental health, 
violence, education, employment, and counseling, 
(Kane & Trochim, 2007). 
Kane and Trochim (2007) also outline several 
attributes of concept mapping that have much to 
offer participatory research. As a generic technique, 
concept mapping can be applied in situations where 
the purpose is to organize collective thinking regar-
ding concepts and their interrelationships. Concept 
mapping is a process that draws techniques from 
group facilitation, organizational development, and 
the human potential movement. Although technology 
has contributed greatly to the ease of facilitating 
and managing the process, human experience and 15 Cuadernos Hispanoamericanos de Psicología
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engagement within the process is central to the 
method’s value. There are several well-known 
approaches for individual conceptualization and 
learning (Buzan, 2010; Novak & Gowin, 1984). 
However, concept mapping in this form is a group 
endeavor and follows a structured process for co-
llecting, understanding, and navigating the thoughts 
and experiences of various groups and communities. 
From a constructivist perspective, humans conti-
nuously order their world and seek to give it meaning. 
Concept mapping provides an empirically reliable 
method to describe the concepts and constructs 
external to individuals as a group conceptualiza-
tion. Furthermore, the method provides a means for 
eliciting not only each person’s understanding of a 
phenomenon, but how that understanding relates to 
others’ views. Even though concept mapping relies 
on sophisticated analytical tools, the consultation 
of individuals at multiple points within the process 
makes it a practical consultative and collaborative 
method. People are able to address issues and topics 
of concern in multiple ways and at various levels, 
thereby allowing researchers to better understand 
these complex real-world situations. 
The concept mapping methodology is both acade-
mically rigorous and intuitively community-based, 
making it very attractive for those pursuing practical 
knowledge in the service of others. The process 
is structured, has a firm mathematical foundation 
drawing on powerful multivariate statistical analy-
ses, and relies on visual representation of concepts. 
Communities can make use of the methods of group 
participation to identify issues that need to be addres-
sed and develop reasonable solutions. It provides a 
basis for multiple forms of knowledge by visually 
representing how the collective understands the 
situation and the appropriate next steps to be taken. 
The concept mapping process supports systems 
thinking, encouraging groups to learn together, be 
more creative, and adapt their understanding of the 
world around them (Trochim, Milstein, Gallagher, 
& Leischow, 2006). 
In summary, the concept mapping method ex-
hibits value for participants and researchers alike. 
From the participants’ perspective, concept map-
ping can be highly participatory and democratic. It 
follows a systematic and structured process, with 
clear milestones that enable the research process 
to remain on track. The method is instrumental in 
building a consensus vision, and it helps to manage 
the complexity found in human contexts without 
losing the details. From a researcher’s perspective, 
concept mapping blends well-known qualitative and 
quantitative methods and taps into the strengths of 
each. The method offers flexible design and partici-
pation options, and results in a robust multivariate 
framework that provides opportunities to extend 
knowledge, learning, and action.
Concept Mapping as a Participatory  
Research Methodology
In making the case for the utility of concept map-
ping as a means for surfacing, visualizing, and 
incorporating the perspectives and values of diverse 
stakeholders in research, it is imperative that the 
method’s strengths are affirmed in the context of the 
epistemological and methodological assumptions 
of participatory research. Participatory research 
may be regarded in certain disciplines as lacking 
systematic approach and absent of rigor and scien-
tific credibility (Cornwall & Jewkes, 1995). In 
response, Bradbury and Reason (2001) highlight 
several challenges and potential options to improve 
the quality of participatory research. Their purpose 
for drawing attention to these issues is to expand 
the discussion in a way that helps to build bridges 
between the academic concerns about validity and 
the reflexively practical questions about research 
and inclusion of people. 
In framing their discussion on how quality is 
supported in participatory research, Bradbury and 
Reason (2001) offer several points as to what cons-
titutes sound practice. These issues are particularly 16 Cuadernos Hispanoamericanos de Psicología
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relevant for assessing the value of and considering 
the ways in which concept mapping functions as 
a participatory research methodology. In adopting 
the concept mapping approach for collaborative 
and participatory research, it is critical that the 
facilitator make explicit the means for meeting 
the ontological imperative of those whose reality 
should contribute to and shape the issue. This con-
sideration must also take into account questions of 
power, position, and history relative to the issue 
at hand (Lykes, Herschberg, & Brabeck, 2011). 
Employing a participatory perspective draws at-
tention to the qualities of participative-relational 
practices in participatory research, and it raises the 
question of whether those embracing the paradigm 
have drawn on different methodological traditions 
appropriately and creatively in their work (Reason 
& Bradbury, 2001). 
A critical decision in the design of participatory 
research is the choice regarding the use of appropriate 
methods. Historically, the literature on participatory 
research has been purposefully vague when it comes 
to the appropriateness of specific methods, instead 
advocating for a context-specific variety of mecha-
nisms (Hall, 1992). However, in situations where 
researchers have attempted to combine qualitative 
and quantitative approaches to maximize the benefits 
from each, concerns about the scientific quality of 
participatory research have been raised (Gladwin, 
Peterson, & Mwale, 2002). Bradbury and Reason 
(2001) emphasize that researchers and partners 
seeking to undertake participatory research need 
to consider methods that facilitate the collaborative 
description, illumination, and exploration of a rela-
tional worldview. In that sense, the methodological 
decisions in participatory research must constitute 
the use of ecologically and experientially sensitive 
methods, the quality of which is dependent upon the 
adherence to the methodological appropriateness 
for the context. Deriving this multiply informed 
worldview through interactive and highly partici-
patory methods provides the opportunity to engage 
a variety of perspectives, providing information 
to address the gap between the espoused theory 
and actual practices (Nyden & Wiewel, 1992). As 
a participatory method, concept mapping provi-
des an organized and structured way of engaging 
people on issues of importance, drawing on many 
sources of knowledge through an iterative process. 
Following its methodical and stepwise approach, 
concept mapping can be an appropriate mechanism 
to deal with the challenge of balancing a focus on 
systematic inquiry with a respect for persons and 
their views. As an integrated mixed-method, con-
cept mapping combines qualitative and quantitative 
means of data collection, analysis, representation, 
and interpretation, enhancing the experience and 
overall value of the method to the inquiry. 
Consistent with the use of ecological and expe-
rientially sensitive methods, several researchers 
have found concept mapping to be beneficial in 
uncovering the various ways that diverse commu-
nity members conceptualized health issues shaped 
by their environments (Burke, O’Campo, Salmon, 
& Walker, 2009; Haque & Rosas, 2010; Risisky et 
al., 2008). In each of these concept mapping stu-
dies, those from marginalized and disenfranchised 
communities successfully developed a sophisticated 
multivariate network of factors that influence their 
health and well-being, revealing new concep-
tualizations about interactions and effects. Thus, 
the purposeful inclusion of lay perspectives from 
those living in oppressed communities yielded new 
understanding and insights for researchers, health 
professionals, and community members. Rivenburgh 
and Manusov (2010) argue that concept mapping is 
a valuable tool for conducting research that is more 
decentered or able to consider multiple aspects of a 
situation, because the process of mapping a discourse 
privileges group conceptualization of the problem 
over the individual. Decentering is a philosophy 
built upon a process where the central concepts 
and propositions in the research do not originate in 
or entitle a single culture, but are elicited from and 17 Cuadernos Hispanoamericanos de Psicología
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relevant to multiple cultures. Understanding how 
the community conceptualizes issues and inequities 
is a critical first step toward defining solutions to 
address and eliminate incongruities, especially if 
professionals hold expectations that the community 
will be involved in implementing the solutions. 
Another basic feature of participatory research 
is the intentional focus on theorizing that is groun-
ded in people’s experience. From this perspective, 
theory is used to bring greater order to a complex 
phenomenon, with an explicit goal of parsimonious 
descriptions so that it is also of use to the community 
of inquiry (Bradbury & Reason, 2001). In that sense, 
theory as a component of participatory research is 
localized and is a context-specific world-view based 
on the uncovering of “lived experiences”. Human 
ecologies are multifaceted and each individual 
involved in participatory research has a particular 
perspective in describing the phenomenon of their 
experience of interacting with their environment. 
Supporting the quality of participatory research 
through faithfulness to conceptual-theoretical in-
tegrity requires selecting methods that enable the 
systematic combination and representation of these 
perspectives (Bradbury & Reason, 2001). Concept 
mapping has been promoted as a stakeholder-driven 
tool for practical theory development that assists in 
specifying multiple interrelated constructs within 
a specific condition, capturing the complexity 
found in multiple perspectives, and managing good 
participant-research relations (Rosas, 2005). 
In capturing input in participatory research, 
methods are needed where the emergent practical 
theory allows those involved in the research to 
re-examine the world. Concept mapping can be a 
process that enables new conceptual considerations 
to surface, allowing for the retention of ideas dee-
med valid and discarding those no longer needed or 
useful. For example, in participatory studies where 
researchers, practitioners, and ordinary people have 
engaged in the concept mapping process, the different 
parties have examined their own conceptualized 
patterns and beliefs relative to others with whom 
they share a mutual experience (Herman, Onaga, 
Pernice-Duca, Oh, & Ferguson, 2005; Robinson & 
Trochim, 2007; Vander Waal, Casparie, & Lako, 
1996). As dialogue and inquiry moves between 
individual and group conceptualizations, greater 
clarity about the phenomenon framed by partici-
pants’ experiences emerges. Others have found 
concept mapping enabled a high level of partici-
pant inclusion in the data collection and analysis 
process so that the results reflect individual and 
group perspectives on the relationship between local 
environmental factors and individual well-being, 
adding new levels of understanding to the topic area 
(Burke et al., 2009; Haque & Rosas, 2010; Lebel, 
Cantinotti, Pampalon, Theriault, Smith, & Hame-
lin, 2011; Walker & Kawachi, 2012). The process 
and results of theorizing by the collective fosters 
a more in-depth dialogue regarding the nature of 
the interrelationships that exist, and it contributes 
to the expanded knowledge for all those involved. 
Conceptualization using concept mapping generates 
more robust results for this multilevel examination 
than those generated from a single method alone, 
and it expands the opportunities for those engaged 
in participatory research to contribute to knowledge 
development and learning. 
One of the strengths of the concept mapping 
process is that the qualitative judgments made by 
participants regarding the interconnection between 
different elements are underpinned by a quantitati-
ve model of relationships between elements. This 
broadens opportunities to analyze and interpret 
the representation of research participants’ reality. 
Results such as these facilitate movement away 
from a categorical interpretation of ideas toward a 
perspective that views objects as differing in degree 
on multiple dimensions. Researchers using concept 
mapping are able to more accurately predict, exami-
ne, and explain the interactions between a complex 
set of interrelated elements informed by research 
participants. Some have used concept mapping to 18 Cuadernos Hispanoamericanos de Psicología
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explore multiple themes simultaneously, which can 
contribute specific information needed to deve-
lop testable hypotheses. For example, researchers 
have used concept mapping to identify the specific 
pathways connecting environmental influences and 
well-being, from the vantage of socioeconomic 
position and gender differences, in order to more 
precisely model and examine causal relationships 
and outcomes in complex, variable-laden contexts 
(Burke et al., 2009). Thus, concept mapping models 
more accurately reflect the reality of participants’ 
experiences by articulating the structural and functio-
nal elements that interact to shape them.
Participatory research is oriented towards the 
process of action and solutions, and the quality of 
participatory research is enhanced through atten-
tion to reflexive-practical outcomes (Bradbury & 
Reason, 2001). Thus, research tools used in parti-
cipatory research need to have an enduring impact 
on patterns of poverty, patriarchy, disparity, and 
disenfranchisement. Ensuring the research process 
and outcomes are validated by participants extends 
the utility and validity of the research results. In the 
participatory research process, strong consideration 
is given to the ways in which participants are using 
what they have learned. For concept mapping, the 
collective knowledge of a purposefully selected 
group of individuals in the generation of content, 
the organization of that content, and the values 
assigned to the content are all critical to assuring 
the internal and external representational validity 
of the findings (Rosas & Kane, 2012).
In a truly interconnected world, the most effec-
tive solutions will emerge from the accumulated 
knowledge of diverse local situations. Concept 
mapping as a decentered research design strategy 
strives to produce results that are less parochial or 
culture bound in perspective, meaning, and rele-
vance (Rivenburgh & Manusov, 2010). Concept 
mapping also allows researchers to intentionally and 
creatively tailor methods to match the stakeholder 
capacities, backgrounds, and interests in ways to 
maximize participation, interpretation, and utilization 
of results, particularly within communities where 
language and culture present substantive challenges 
to facilitating change (Haque and Rosas, 2010). 
A distinction of participatory research from tradi-
tional research is the attention to opportunities that 
allow participants to feel free to be fully involved in 
the process. Thus, those embracing a participatory 
paradigm need to have an explicit understanding of 
and a thorough approach to maximizing participation 
and its benefits (Bradbury & Reason, 2001). Con-
cept mapping is viewed as a viable method for the 
engagement and support of people in a participatory 
manner (Kane and Trochim, 2007). The concept 
mapping process provides ample opportunities for 
participating, including in the planning and design, 
input, analysis, interpretation, utilization of results, 
and facilitation. Several participatory-related con-
siderations are emphasized in the concept mapping 
method in order meet multiple expectations regarding 
participation. First, facilitators determine who can 
practically participate, meaning they have time, 
knowledge, and willingness to work on the issue 
in question. Second, facilitators identify who must 
politically participate, meaning they will legitimize 
or value the results that are produced. Finally, facili-
tators decide who should philosophically participate, 
meaning that they need to be included on moral or 
ethical grounds. Overall, concept mapping guides 
the facilitator to consider how the desired results 
inform the choice of participants.
Indeed, establishing the priorities in research fre-
quently involves thoughtful deliberation of the effects 
of power, position, and history upon the situation 
for which the research is intended. Perception of the 
research by the community as participatory is critical 
to the definition of the problem, with whom it is 
associated, and the potential for action and change. 
Concept mapping helps to equalize and minimize 
power differentials in a way that brings groups 
to consensus and embraces the voice of diverse 
member interests, thus enhancing the capacity to 19 Cuadernos Hispanoamericanos de Psicología
CONCEPT MAPPING FOR ACTUALIZING PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH
observe measurable differences in community. For 
example, concept mapping has been used to support 
the participation of a diverse group of people with 
disabilities in order to ensure their voice in research 
(Herman, et al., 2005). Concerns were raised on the 
part of the researcher’s colleagues at the beginning 
of the project about the group’s participation in the 
concept mapping process, even advising against 
their inclusion in the study. However, users of the 
method found several points in the process where 
individuals were able to fully participate and con-
tribute (Herman, et al., 2005). 
Often subjects in conventional research studies 
do not have a voice in the data and are simply seen 
as data sources. This limited view is particularly 
the case with marginalized, disenfranchised, and 
less powerful constituencies. Yet these are often the 
groups that applied social science research targets. 
For example, the expert model of curricula and 
program development is often prescribed to target 
groups without the advantage of input, review, or 
validation from these same groups. This imposi-
tion challenges acceptability of the material, and 
increases the likelihood of limited applicability at 
best or entire rejection at worst. In response to the 
expert model, concept mapping has been used to 
conceptualize educational goals in the language of 
the participants, rather than that of the researchers or 
established curricula typically developed by experts 
(Cousineau, Goldstein, & Franko, 2004; Mpofu, 
Lawrence, Ngoma, Siziya, & Malungo, 2008). In 
these cases, the use of the concept mapping method 
enabled the identification of the most salient issues 
for the target group, and it resulted in the develop-
ment of a dynamic and interactive curriculum that 
reflected the local culture.
Collaborative investigations that threaten existing 
balances of authority and resources can polarize 
agents with diverse interests, even when the intent 
by researchers is to solve substantive problems 
(Brown and Tandon, 1983). For instance, the de-
velopment of community interventions is often a 
politically charged process, where multiple interests 
and needs of community members are seen to be 
priorities. The concept mapping approach provi-
des a structure for engaging community members 
and for generating useful strategies in ways that 
minimize power differentials, create consensus on 
the key ideas, and consider input in equal ways. 
Conducting collaborative and participatory research 
with a target population is critical to developing 
program content that is relevant, germane, and 
useful to those who access the program (Ridings 
et al., 2011). Community-based researchers have 
successfully used the concept mapping method to 
engage community members in articulating needs 
and informing the development of community inter-
ventions (Borden, Perkins, Villarruel, Carleton-Hug, 
Stone, Keith, 2006; Kelly et al., 2007; Ridings et 
al., 2011; Ridings et al., 2008).
Collectively, these community-oriented partici-
patory research studies using concept mapping have 
much to offer for the expansion of knowledge into 
how diverse collectives operationalize success and 
understand the effect that these patterns of thinking 
have on the community solutions. Transferrable 
knowledge can be gained from the process of 
using the concept mapping methodology to engage 
community members as researchers conducting 
community-specific analyses to inform local pro-
grammatic efforts (Ridings et al., 2011). The use 
of the concept mapping to design community in-
terventions allows ordinary people to be involved 
in translating research to real-world situations, 
and meaningfully contribute to the expansion of 
practical and usable science on the development, 
implementation, and utilization of community-based 
interventions (Kelly et al., 2007).
Finally, participatory research promotes a value 
of the importance and significance of research 
where people seek to better their lives. The quality 
of participatory research is enhanced as individuals 
participate in conducting truly compelling work that 
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toward engagement and emancipation (Reason & 
Bradbury, 2001). Ultimately, researchers engaging 
ordinary people need to simultaneously address con-
cerns of community relations and moral awareness, 
as well as the technical considerations related to 
concrete situations and constituent activities (Park, 
2001). Concept mapping supports the development 
of community-reflective knowledge, collective 
autonomy, and responsibility at various levels. At 
the micro-level, the results of the concept mapping 
process have been used to examine the political and 
practical implications of a range of local issues in 
a way that enables specific action steps to emerge 
(Haque & Rosas, 2010). Concept mapping has been 
employed to address a significant gap in practical and 
local knowledge for immigrant women identifying 
barriers to accessing services (Ahmad, Mahmood, 
Pietkiewicz, McDonald, & Ginsburg, 2012). This 
localized knowledge, including solutions proposed 
by participants, established a direction for future 
actions to remedy the situation that was sensitive to 
the expressed perspective of ethnic minority women 
(Ahmad, Mahmood, Pietkiewicz, McDonald, & 
Ginsburg, 2012). Similarly, a participatory approach 
using concept mapping allowed community members 
to not only identify the important factors associated 
with health behaviors for their specific community, 
but also suggest intervention strategies and activities 
appropriate for their community based on the fin-
dings (Kelly et al., 2007). In these cases, proactive 
engagement with the community of interest led to 
solutions informed by a meaningfully unique set of 
results, and altered individual and organizational 
behavior based on the action of involvement.
At the macro-level, the purposes, practices, and 
intents for learning and change are embedded within 
a complex social-cultural-historical context. Indivi-
duals interface in multiple ways and human agents 
negotiate critical resources and space. People become 
empowered as they become more independent as 
group problem-solvers and decision-makers. Parti-
cipatory research can be instrumental in addressing 
more global issues by providing a forum to elicit 
and elevate ordinary peoples’ needs in the context of 
power, justice, liberation, and ethics. Concept map-
ping can be tailored and applied as a way to amplify 
the voices and perspectives of those marginalized, 
disenfranchised, and less powerful. For example, 
the method has been used a tool to engage ordinary 
citizens in examining and addressing social justice 
issues related to health policies implemented in a 
resource-limited region (Ridde, 2008). 
Concept mapping is also frequently used in 
participant-oriented program evaluation as a prac-
tical means of addressing stakeholder participation 
in ways that enhance the relevance, ownership, and 
utilization of evaluation results (Cousins &Whit-
more, 1998). The method has found its way into 
Empowerment Evaluation practices where as-
sessment and decision-making is placed in the 
hands of community members. This participatory 
evaluation approach fosters the ability of a group 
to achieve their goals as members of a learning 
community, improve their lives and the lives of 
those around them, and produce an extraordinary 
sense of well-being and positive growth (Fetter-
man, 2001b). Concept mapping has been used as 
a participatory evaluation tool to include a range 
of stakeholders within a program evaluation, fa-
cilitate consensus between different groups, and 
examine complex problems and solutions within 
educational organizations (Streeter, Franklin, Kim, 
& Tripodi, 2010). Use of concept mapping in this 
manner positions stakeholders to self-assess the 
quality of their planning and self-judge the success 
of their programs, explicitly altering the nature of 
the social relationship within evaluation by shifting 
who determines success. 
Conclusion
An important characteristic of participatory approa-
ches resides in the innovative adaptations of methods 
derived from conventional research and applied in 21 Cuadernos Hispanoamericanos de Psicología
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new contexts and in novel ways (Cornwall & Jewkes, 
1995). Intentionally including ordinary people in the 
design, implementation, and utilization of research 
can be challenging. A major strength of concept 
mapping is the ability for groups to engage in joint 
meaning and consensus (Trochim, 1989a). Structured 
participatory methods like concept mapping provide 
numerous opportunities for contributing input and 
making decisions that efficiently yield agreement 
and compromise. Furthermore, concept mapping 
can assist participatory research practitioners avoid 
the tradeoff between the use of microlevel, human-
sensitive ethnographic methods, and a commitment 
to scientific tools built upon quantitative assumptions 
and models (Gladwin, Peterson, & Mwale, 2002). 
Equitably involving all partners in the research 
process, with an aim of combining knowledge 
with action and change, is a key feature of colla-
borative and participatory approaches. Successful 
application involves developing relationships at 
multiple levels in the community of interest, va-
luing diverse perspectives, placing equal emphasis 
on local and academic perspectives, and allowing 
for flexibility in research methods (Israel, Schulz, 
Parker, & Becker, 1998). The variety of ways in-
formation is accessed from local people and used 
in the concept mapping process offers important 
benefits for actualizing participatory research, as 
the interactively participatory methods and robust 
analytical models are integrated in complementary 
ways to respond to important policy, practice, and 
community questions.
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